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Introduction

In recent years, agriculture has been increas-
ingly seen as a strong mechanism for addressing
global malnutrition. More and more, agricul-
tural actors in Malawi and beyond are under
pressure to join hands with other sectors, in-
cluding health, education, gender, finance and
governance, and step outside of their traditional
spheres of responsibility to take on nutrition-
sensitive activities, or those with an indirect
effect on nutrition outcomes. The need for multi-
sectoral action has been largely embraced by
nutritionists globally, and for the past decade or
so efforts have been focused on bringing stake-
holders from agriculture, as well as from other
sectors, on board. While issue salience is import-
ant — agriculture actors recognizing their sector
as important for improving diets and nutrition —
only with thoughtful implementation of ap-
propriate policies and programs might we see
improved nutritional outcomes for the Malawian
population.

Malawi is a low-income, food-deficit coun-
try with a high rate of chronic malnutrition: 37%
of children aged 6-59 months are moderately
or severely stunted (NSO and IFC International,
2016). Most of the population comprises sub-
sistence farmers dependent on rain-fed agricul-
ture, and 94% of the rural and 38% of the
urban populations are engaged in agriculture,
principally as smallholders with landholdings
of less than 1 ha (NSO, 2012). Smallholder pro-
duction is predominantly centered on maize,
Malawi’s main staple crop, which was grown on
80% of smallholder-cultivated land in 2011.
Diets are dominated by maize, though house-
hold food consumption also includes a range of
nutritious foods, but in inadequate amounts
(Verduzco-Gallo et al., 2014). Each year, some
subset of the population requires emergency
food assistance due to unfavorable weather pat-
terns leading to production failures. Recent
seasons have been particularly dire, with approxi-
mately 2.8 million people requiring assistance
in the 2015-2016 lean season just before the
following harvest and approximately 6.5 mil-
lion people needing assistance in the 2016—
2017 lean season (Government of Malawi,
2015b, 2017).

Learning from the Past: Factors
Driving Multisectorality

Within the context of pervasive hunger and
undernutrition, Malawi’'s agriculture sector is
urgently concerned with ensuring sufficient cal-
ories for the population. Why and under what
circumstances would it also take responsibility
for broader dietary and nutrition objectives?
Various country case studies have been under-
taken to determine the factors that drive suc-
cessful multisectoral collaboration for nutrition.
Incentives for mobilization of the agriculture
sector for nutrition could be financial, such as a
coordinated funding stream for multisectoral
nutrition activities, or organizational, such as
helping collaborating institutions meet their own
objectives (Garrett and Natalicchio, 2011; Mejia
Acosta and Fanzo, 2012). Garrett and Natalicchio
(2011) found that people-oriented leadership
helped bring in partners and promote consensus.
Mejia Acosta and Fanzo (2012) found that direct
involvement of the executive branch at the presi-
dential or prime ministerial level was critical. In
addition to these factors, the framing of the issue
should be relevant to the national agenda and
speak to the specific objectives and priorities of
the collaborating institutions.

This chapter examines the headway that
has been made in Malawi in bringing the agri-
culture sector on board as a partner in address-
ing malnutrition multisectorally, and the factors
that are driving progress. It also examines the
challenges and gaps that remain both in framing
the issue and moving from rhetoric to action.

Agriculture Policy in a Context
of Chronic Hunger

In Malawi, as in many countries, agriculture-
sector policies are chiefly focused on the produc-
tion of staple food crops (Pingali, 2015); more
specifically in Malawi, the production of maize.
In the context of dependence on rain-fed agri-
culture and chronic hunger, food security is
among the top concerns, and it tends to be
understood narrowly as an issue of ensuring
sufficient maize production. For instance, the
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primary indicator for the country’s food-security
status is maize production estimates. Due to its
perceived importance to food security, maize is
also at the center of agriculture policy and even
influences electoral politics (Chinsinga, 2011;
Mpesi and Muriaas, 2012). ‘Maize is life’, ‘maize
isfood’, and ‘maize is politics’ are common phrases
among policy stakeholders and farmers alike
(Smale, 1995; Chinsinga, 2011; Aberman et al.,
2018). In recent years, there have been two in-
stances during which the president of Malawi
acted as the de facto Minister of Agriculture,
Irrigation and Water Development (MoAIWD,
previously the Ministry of Agriculture and Food
Security), first by President Bingu wa Mutharika
in 2008 and subsequently by his brother Presi-
dent Peter Mutharika in 2017, further highlight-
ing the national importance and politicization of
the sector (Aberman et al., 2012).

That agriculture policies and programs are
heavily centered on maize is further exemplified
by the role of government subsidies for inputs,
known as the Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP)
in its current iteration. Promising a return to
subsidized fertilizers in his 2004 campaign for
election, President Bingu wa Mutharika imple-
mented the precursor to the FISP to promote
long-term maize self-sufficiency at the farm level
(Mpesi and Muriaas, 2012). The aim of this pre-
cursor program was to enable people to grow
and eat their own ‘food’, i.e. maize. The program
was considered a major success by most, with
Bingu being praised at home and globally for his
role in increasing maize production to surplus
levels, providing him significant political capital
(FANRPAN, 2008; Dorward and Chirwa, 2011).
However, many have argued more recently that
the program’s effects were not as strong or last-
ing as was hoped. Ex-post analysis suggests that
estimates of production increases are likely in-
flated, targeting is inefficient, and benefits to
households are largely limited to the current
production season, making FISP an expensive
program (Ricker-Gilbert and Jayne, 2011; Hold-
en and Lunduka, 2013; Lunduka et al., 2013;
Pauw and Thurlow, 2014).

Despite its shortcomings, FISP comprises
a major share of the agricultural budget. For
instance, in 2008-2009, it accounted for 74%
of agricultural spending (Ragasa et al., 2016).

In 2012-2013 and 2013-2014, it accounted
for 58% and 44% of agricultural spending,
respectively, fluctuating with global fertilizer
prices and other factors. Added together with
other agriculture programs that focus on maize,
such as price supports for maize, agricultural
spending is also aligned with the maize-centric
approach to agricultural production and the
perception of what constitutes food security in
Malawi, in effect crowding out more comprehen-
sive approaches to food and nutrition security.

Despite strong investment in agriculture,
the country still faces periodic maize deficits and
an annual need for food aid for the poorest Mala-
wians. Thus, while the emphasis on staple food
production is understandable in a setting where
hunger is a pressing challenge, up to now this
limited approach has not even yielded sustain-
able results for maize availability. While people’s
strong preference for maize in their diets is
often cited by policy-makers as the reason for
maize-centric polices, the political nature of
maize in the country provides additional insights
into why it is challenging to shift investment
away from maize, even if there is will to do so.
With poverty and malnutrition still at relatively
high levels, despite some improvements, a more
comprehensive approach to food and nutrition
security is essential.

Rising Importance of Multisectorality
and the Role of Agriculture

There has been a rising tide of attention to food
security and nutrition more broadly, by develop-
ment partners, researchers, and program imple-
menters both in Malawi and globally, including
an acknowledgement of the role that the agricul-
ture sector plays in nutrition (World Bank, 2013).
Furthermore, there is now better understanding
of the virtuous effects of better nutrition on indi-
viduals’ social and economic potential, and
the synergies between healthy food systems and
a strong agriculture sector (Government of
Malawi, 2015a; Kanter et al., 2015).

Central to multisectoral nutrition, the Scaling
Up Nutrition (SUN) movement is a globally rec-
ognized effort to address malnutrition. Malawi
joined the SUN movement as an ‘Early Riser’ in
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early 2011 (SUN, 2018). SUN functions largely
as a convener of stakeholders, supporting infor-
mation sharing and coherence in funding and
action.

Building on the momentum of SUN and
other initiatives, the International Food Policy
Research Institute (IFPRI) convened a high-
profile event in Malawi on ‘Unleashing Agricul-
ture’s Potential for Improved Nutrition and
Health’ in September 2011. This conference
partnered with the MoAIWD to discuss agricul-
tural strategies that can promote improvements
in nutrition and health.

Currently, all of the major donors and im-
plementers of programs focused on nutrition or
food security in Malawi tend to consider the
issues of agriculture, food security, and nutrition
as interrelated, and their programming reflects
this viewpoint. For instance, the Government of
Flanders and the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion (FAO) of the United Nations (UN) supported
‘Improving Food Security and Nutrition Policies
and Programme Outreach’ from 2011 to 2015,
promoting education related to healthy diets for
infants and young children through existing
government mechanisms within the Ministry of
Agriculture and Food Security/MoAIWD and
the Ministry of Health (FAO, 2015). Flagship
programs of the US Agency for International
Development (USAID) have also focused on inte-
grating nutrition into agriculture. In 2012—
2015, USAID’s ‘Feed the Future Integrating Nu-
trition in Value Chains’ program promoted the
production and marketing of nutritious crops by
smallholders (Mucha, 2015). Subsequently, US-
AID’s ‘Strengthening Agricultural and Nutrition
Extension’ program, which began in 2015, seeks
to strengthen integrated agriculture and nutri-
tion extension services (Cadrin and McNamara,
2016).In 2016, the Japan International Cooper-
ation Agency launched ‘Initiative for Food and
Nutrition Security in Africa’ to support African
governments, including Malawi, to accelerate
the implementation of their food and nutrition
security policies on the ground and decrease
malnutrition through nutrition-specific and nu-
trition-sensitive actions (JICA, 2016). These are
just a few examples of integrated programming
focusing explicitly on strengthening the agricul-
ture sector’s response to malnutrition.

Researchers have also focused on the poten-
tial synergies and missed opportunities between

agriculture and nutrition in Malawi. As dis-
cussed in Aberman et al. (2018), there are chal-
lenges to undertaking this type of analysis with
the available nationally representative data be-
cause of the ‘data disconnect’, wherein high-
quality agricultural data are not available in the
same datasets as data on individual diets, which
is a key factor linking agriculture to nutrition
(Gillespie et al., 2012). Nevertheless, researchers
have been able to examine household consump-
tion as a precursor to diets of individuals, or use
survey data collected from a smaller subset of
the population to extrapolate to the broader
population. Other analyses have focused on
understanding the maize-first preferences of
Malawians, and how the country’s food and
agriculture systems promote maize to the detri-
ment of balanced and diverse diets. Aberman
and Roopnaraine (2018) found that Malawians
understand the value of diverse diets but cannot
afford them, since they often have to sell nutri-
tious crops to meet urgent cash needs. Gelli et al.
(2017) found that food aid (provided to the
country’s food-insecure households each lean
season by the Malawi Vulnerability Assessment
Committee), made up primarily of maize and
legumes, frees up resources so that households
can consume other nutritious foods.

Other researchers have examined crop di-
versification and the quality of diets in Malawi.
For instance, Snapp and Fisher (2014) found
that FISP does not decrease crop diversification
or household dietary diversity, but can actually
support both by ‘filling the maize basket’ more ef-
ficiently, freeing up land to devote to other crops.
Jones et al. (2014) found that crop diversification
on smallholder farms increases household dietary
diversity, though more so for wealthier households.
Furthermore, providing nutrition education along
with agricultural interventions to support the
production of nutritious foods is even more ef-
fective for improving diets than agricultural
interventions alone (Bezner Kerr et al., 2011).

Analysis of dietary patterns by Pauw et al.
(2018) showed that maize prices decreased and
household food consumption increased between
2004 and 2011. However, during the same
time period, the prices of leafy green vegetables
increased and household food consumption de-
creased, suggesting that supports to maize pro-
duction may be changing relative prices and,
hence, dietary patterns.
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Changing Tides or Shallow Pools?

Calls for the agriculture sector to play a greater
role in coordinated efforts to improve nutrition,
have influenced the policy narrative in Malawi.
During the past decade or so, nutrition has be-
come a salient issue among agriculture-sector
actors and, importantly, within MoAIWD. The
synergies between agriculture and nutrition are
now widely acknowledged. Formal addresses
by government representatives now commonly
refer to nutrition-relevant concepts. Recently
developed policy documents contain nutrition-
sensitive language, such as the National Agri-
culture Policy approved in 2016 wherein one of
the eight policy priorities highlighted is ‘Food
and Nutrition Security’ (Government of Malawi,
2016). Another relevant example is the Agri-
culture Sector Food and Nutrition Strategy
that was being formulated by MoAIWD at the
time of writing. The strategy describes agricul-
ture as the basis of food and nutrition security in
that it has the primary role of feeding people well.
While the policy narrative and the content
of policy documents reflect an appreciation for
the responsibility of agriculture to improve
nutrition, the extent to which investments in or
implementation of government programs have
incorporated multisectoral objectives is much
more limited. This gap can be explained by
weaknesses in incentives, leadership, and issue
framing, all critical for successful multisectoral
collaboration as previously discussed.
Conceptually, nutrition tends to still be
primarily understood through a health-sector
lens and secondarily as a multisectoral issue. In
2004, the Department of Nutrition, HIV and
AIDS was established in the Office of the Presi-
dent and Cabinet to coordinate multisectoral
actions, policies, and programs. It was led by
Principal Secretary Mary Shawa, considered a
strong champion for nutrition in Malawi. How-
ever, donor-supported public-sector reform moved
the Department to the Ministry of Health in
2010 and cabinet reshuffling took Dr Shawa out
of the Department entirely in 2012 (Babu et al.,
2016). The Department’s move to the Ministry
of Health is largely viewed as detrimental to
multisectorality, reinforcing the framing of nu-
trition as a health-sector issue. Project imple-
menters working within the nexus of agriculture

and nutrition must typically choose a ministerial
host for their activities, embedding their projects
within either agriculture or health. Another dis-
advantage of this move is that the Department is
no longer led by a principal secretary, diminish-
ing its power to champion multisectoral action
on nutrition. While SUN spearheads efforts to
promote improvements in nutrition through
multisectoral action, it is led by the Department
in the Ministry of Health. Agriculture does not
play a leading role therein, nor is it held to ac-
count for nutrition outcomes.

Agriculture-sector ownership and respon-
sibility for improved diets and nutrition (or the
mediating factors leading to nutrition outcomes)
remains minimal in other ways. For instance, at
the national level, Ministry leadership often
delegates the Department of Agriculture Exten-
sion Services to engage in nutrition-related ac-
tivities. Sidelining nutrition issues into one section
of the Ministry reflects a narrow interpretation
of agriculture’s role in nutrition-sensitive action.

The understanding of what agriculture can
or should be doing to support nutrition is cur-
rently restricted to a few specific concepts that fit
easily into the existing policy narrative, such as
diversification. Crop diversification is a common
agriculture objective and is interpreted as being
akin to diet diversification, a common nutrition
objective. However, there are often misunder-
standings about the subtle distinctions between
the term as it is used in agriculture versus in nu-
trition. In addition, the causal pathways from
agriculture policies and actions to impacts on
nutrition are not often thought out or under-
stood among agriculture-sector actors.

Harris (2017) describes the tendency for
multisectoral groups to bring different interests
on board through the use of buzzwords that are
strategically ambiguous. This practice allows
multiple actors to appear to be working in differ-
ent ways towards the same collective objective,
but underlying conflicts of interests and object-
ives may be masked. For instance, nutritionists
promote diversification across foods or food
groups based on their nutritional content, with
the aim of increasing micronutrient intake. Con-
versely, agriculturalists may view diversification
to be adding any new crops to a farm or produc-
tion system, whether staple crops or cash crops,
in order to diversify or enhance marketing op-
portunities and income. Thus, the implications
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of the two approaches could be very different,
and the latter may not have any effect on diets if
the causal pathways are not anticipated accur-
ately. When nutrition stakeholders discuss the
need to diversify diets through a more diverse
agricultural system, agriculture stakeholders
can easily agree to support crop diversification.
But without explicit consideration of the causal
pathways — if, for instance, crops are not nutri-
tious and socially acceptable food crops —diversi-
fication may not have any effect on diet quality.

The narrative is slowly changing. Recently,
in the wake of massive crop failures and hu-
manitarian responses in 2016 and 2017, devel-
opment actors developed a narrative described
as ‘breaking the cycle of hunger’ in Malawi,
such as was discussed in the IFPRI-led Com-
pact2025 Forum that examined the barriers to
ending hunger and undernutrition by 2025
(IFPRI, 2017). While this framing still incorpor-
ates the traditional agriculture-sector objective
of feeding the people, it also brings in issues of
food-system resilience, natural-resource manage-
ment, and other cross-sectoral issues. Because it
emphasizes reflection on what has not worked in
the current set of policies, it has included a
strong critique of maize-centric agriculture pol-
icies. This shift may represent an opening for a
new and more effective set of approaches to nu-
trition-sensitive programming.

Conclusion

During the past decade, various stakeholders in
Malawi — including donors, program implement-
ers, and researchers—have successfully increased
the salience of multisectoral nutrition, prompt-
ing the agriculture sector to recognize its import-
ant role in addressing undernutrition. This shift
is evident in the current narrative used by agri-
culture actors, including within formal policy
statements and documents. However, effective
implementation of nutrition-sensitive program-
ming by the MoAIWD has lagged behind the rhet-
oric. Exploring the challenges related to leader-
ship, issue framing, incentives and political will
could shed light on why and provide lessons for
other countries engaged in a similar process.
Malawi lacks high-level nutrition cham-
pions who can engage in political debates on the

country’s priorities. Currently, responsibility for
advancing nutrition within the health and
agriculture ministries lies largely in the hands of
director- and deputy director-level staff who
have limited ability to influence national prior-
ities and limited power to advocate for nutrition.
Thus, while nutrition enjoys issue salience
and improved implementation by donors, inter-
national organizations, and civil society, there is
little political progress on shifting public invest-
ment away from maize support to make room
for a more comprehensive approach to food se-
curity and effective nutrition-sensitive agricul-
ture programming.

Looking ahead, there are many promising
approaches that could be more strongly empha-
sized in agriculture programming, and could be
considered low-hanging fruit for the agriculture
sector. These include:

e A stronger emphasis on production support —
including inputs and extension services —
explicitly for nutrient-dense foods, especially
traditional and wild foods.

e Improving market infrastructure such as
storage and transport facilities for highly
perishable products and for products sus-
ceptible to aflatoxin contamination.

e Decreasing seasonality of some nutritious
foods by, for instance, introducing varieties
of tree fruits with varied growing seasons
and supporting irrigation for home vege-
table gardens.

e  Providing better management of small live-
stock to facilitate the use of manure for soil
fertility and decrease negative effects of
children’s exposure to zoonotic diseases.

The Department of Nutrition, HIV and AIDS, the
convener of SUN, serves as an active coordination
body for promoting multisectoral nutrition.
However, SUN is led by nutritionists and embed-
ded in the health sector, with the MoAIWD lack-
ing ownership and incentives for engaging in it.
A more inclusive approach to leadership, such
as placing the Department outside the line min-
istries, would facilitate cross-sectoral ownership.
Furthermore, creating specific and concrete
roles and responsibilities for different sector col-
laborators is important.

In addition, it is useful to ask how the
MOoAIWD benefits from active participation in
multisectoral coordination meetings or even
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ultimately from improvements in diets and un-
dernutrition, when its success is fundamentally
judged by maize yields. Thus, determining how
to incentivize the agriculture ministry’s own-
ership of dietary and nutrition outcomes is crit-
ical. As mentioned previously, a funding stream
managed outside the ministerial silos to support
coordinated action may be an optimal solution
(Mejia Acosta and Fanzo, 2012). Expanding
the food security metric beyond maize yields
would provide opportunities for non-financial
incentives for MOATWD.

The current narrative frames concepts such
as diversification as central to nutrition-sensitive
agriculture, providing an easy call to action for
the sector. However, it also results in strategic
ambiguity, masking the underlying conflict — or
atleast lack of cohesion —between the approaches
and objectives of nutrition actors and agricul-
ture actors. A reframing of the issue, such as the
recent focus on ‘breaking the cycle of hunger’,
could more effectively integrate nutrition and
agriculture-sector objectives.

Ultimately, moving away from maize-fo-
cused investments and activities is politically
challenging, especially given the dearth of high-
level leadership and the political nature of maize
security in the country. To some extent, debates
about the technical challenges related to what
the agriculture sector can and should be doing
to better support nutrition may mask the
underlying politics. Nevertheless, the salience of
nutrition as a multisectoral issue and as a policy
priority has increased among stakeholders and
decision-makers in Malawi, and specifically
within the MoAIWD. This success can be built
upon, perhaps starting with a reframing of the
issue to increase high-level support — thus paving
the way for other actions — for a new approach to
food and nutrition security in the country.
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